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According to Nicaraguan government estimates, coffee sales will account for over 60% of expected
export earnings of $250 million for 1987. Of the total 96 million pound harvest, 80 million pounds
are slated for export, mainly to Western Europe. Consequently, the recently initiated harvest,
transport and coffee processing are among Managua's top priorities in allocating scarce resources.
In contrast to other traditional exports (cotton, sugar and beef), world market coffee prices of $2
per pound are at their highest levels in years. Coffee production costs are relatively low: only $20
of investment per hundred pounds harvested. In early January, the government's price for coffee
producers was 40,000 cordobas per quintal (1 quintal=100 pounds), which included a profit margin.
This price will be revised periodically during the harvest in order to compensate for inflation of
production costs. Next, the Ministry of Agricultural Development and Agrarian Reform (MIDINRA)
will pay incentives in both cordobas and dollars for surpassing established yields and meeting
quality norms. Managua also hopes that higher earnings will induce producers to make capital
investments in their farms toward improving and increasing future yields. Approximately 74,000
workers are needed to harvest the current coffee crop. The Association of Rural Workers (ATC)
estimates that the largest number of traditional agricultural workers available for the harvest will
not exceed 62,000. In contrast to the past four years, the shortage of workers will not be compensated
primarily through the mobilization of urban volunteers and international brigades. Although the
latter will continue to participate in the harvest, the government is relying instead on increased
efforts by available agricultural workers. As a result, the work norm for coffee pickers this harvest
is considerably higher than in the past: six "latas" (1 lata [can]=20 pounds) per picker/day, with
a work day of eight hours, and a work week of six days. The agricultural workers will get paid
203.5 cordobas for each "lata" as part of the norm of 36 latas per week. Harvesters will receive 373
cordobas for each "lata" over the norm. Another government incentive for greater work intensity
is increased quotas of basic goods distributed by the Ministry of Internal Commerce (MICOIN).
Through the "Rural Supply Centers," or the small grocery shops located on the farms, MICOIN
will distribute a variety of goods, such as rice, beans, corn, clothing and shoes, to workers engaged
in the coffee harvest. In order to guarantee supplies to coffee pickers, MICOIN will have to reduce
the quantity of goods distributed among the rest of the population, particularly in Pacific coast
urban centers. Optimistic projections for the current harvest are also the product of the Sandinista
Army's efforts to drive the contras out of coffee production areas. Large parts of the country's
northern coffee growing regions which could not be harvested in previous years due to contra
activity have now been reincorporated into production. [Basic data from CRIES project, English
service, PENSAMIENTO PROPRIO, Managua, via North American Congress on Latin America
(NACLA), Central America On-Line, 01/08/87]
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